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Is it ‘a marriage of true minds’?
Balanced Reading in Northanger Abbey and Persuasion
Lynda A. Hall
ABSTRACT
Jane Austen often uses reading as a way to develop her characters. For instance, in
Persuasion, Captain Benwick‘s melancholic disposition is revealed through his
partiality for Romantic poetry, but Anne Elliot’s value for balance is expressed when
she recommends moral essays. Other times, and not unfrequently, characters’ reading
choice falls on the works of William Shakespeare—such as Hamlet, which
Willoughby reads to Marianne Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility, and the excerpts
from Elegant Extracts we learn that Northanger Abbey’s Catherine Morland has
memorized.
Some of Austen’s characters read Shakespeare with seductive intent, but
others show their maturity through the critical thinking that comes with balanced
reading—understanding nuance and context rather than memorizing “bits and scraps”
of published excerpts. Looking carefully at eighteenth century reading practices as
well as characters’ reading in Austen’s last two published novels, Northanger Abbey
and Persuasion, this chapter aims to determine the value of reading within Austen’s
novels.

‘You have bewitched me, body and soul’, are words that many new readers search for
in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, only to find that they are not there. It is a quote
from Joe Wright’s 2005 film adaptation, but it also can be found on pillows, t-shirts,
and coffee mugs – all of which can be purchased via the internet, and all of which
perpetuate the notion that Jane Austen wrote those words. This mis-reading and misappropriation of words is something that Austen might actually enjoy. In fact, she
considered the importance of mis-quoted passages and careful reading in her last two
published novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. At first glance, these two
novels – published together by her brothers in 1818, the year after her death – have
little in common, other than their partial setting in the city of Bath. But, each novel’s
focus on reading, and, most notably for this volume, reading Shakespeare, can reveal
the importance of balanced reading both for the heroines and for the readers of
Austen’s fiction.
Northanger Abbey’s Catherine Morland is obsessed with Gothic novels, but
we learn early on that she has memorized excerpts from Shakespeare and other
English poets. Persuasion’s Anne Elliot may also have memorized Shakespearean
lines as she recites poetry to herself to keep her mind off Captain Wentworth.
Catherine and Anne were not unusual in their reading taste, since during the late
eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, reading Shakespeare was the epitome of
Englishness. The poet and playwright’s popularity had grown considerably after his
death – much as Jane Austen’s has over the last 200 years.
The 2016 exhibit at the Folger Shakespeare Library – Will & Jane:
Shakespeare, Austen, and the Cult of Celebrity – displayed ‘exuberantly goofy

material objects’, 1 such as Austen and Shakespeare action figures as well as
Shakespeare artefacts from the eighteenth century. As James Boswell, Esq., the
famous biographer of Samuel Johnson, commented on the occasion of the 1769
Shakespeare jubilee in Stratford-upon-Avon: ‘My bosom glowed with joy when I
beheld a numerous and brilliant company of nobility and gentry, the rich, the brave,
the witty, and the fair, assembled to pay their tribute of praise to Shakespeare.’ 2 As
Janine Barchas, Professor of English and Austen scholar from the University of
Texas, who served as co-curator of the Folger exhibit, explains, ‘When you look at
how his reputation was formed, and then grew ... it’s very similar to what we’re
seeing with Austen now, and the way that pop culture creates a foundation for high
culture.’ 3 Readers of Austen’s novels, as well as fans of the many film adaptations,
flocked to the Folger, much as Shakespeare’s devotees dressed for the masquerade
ball in 1769. The posthumous fame of the English Bard would have been firmly
established by 1816, when Austen was writing Persuasion and revising the book that
would become Northanger Abbey. Jane Austen wrote lines from Shakespeare’s works
into the thoughts and the voices of many of her characters, and, more than 200 years
later, readers can continue to understand those characters through what and how those
characters read.
In Sense and Sensibility, 4 Austen’s first published novel, she depicts an
intimacy between Marianne and Willoughby that grows with common reading. Her
narrator describes the rapid attachment:
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[Marianne] proceeded to question [Willoughby] on the subject of
books; her favourite authors were brought forward and dwelt upon
with so rapturous a delight, that any young man of five and twenty
must have been insensible indeed, not to become an immediate convert
to the excellence of such works, however disregarded before. Their
taste was strikingly alike. The same books, the same passages were
idolized by each – or if any difference appeared, any objection arose, it
lasted no longer than till the force of her arguments and the brightness
of her eyes could be displayed. He acquiesced in all her decisions,
caught all her enthusiasm; and long before his visit concluded, they
conversed with the familiarity of a long-established acquaintance. (SS,
47)
No mention here is made of which authors ‘were brought forward’ that may have been
‘disregarded before’ by Willoughby, though readers have already learned that
Marianne was not pleased with the ‘spiritless’ and ‘tame’ manner of Edward’s earlier
reading of Cowper’s poetry (SS, 17). But the discerning reader will note that
Willoughby ‘acquiesced’ to Marianne’s taste and ‘caught all her enthusiasm’. Thus,
Austen subtly characterizes Willoughby’s potential villainy as he mirrors Marianne’s
reading taste. He bends to the sensibilities of his conquest, which betrays his
manipulative nature.
Willoughby’s reading taste is malleable, according to Austen’s narrator. But,
as the curators of the Folger exhibition recognized, many twenty-first-century readers
of Austen and Shakespeare may be more familiar with film adaptations and other
popular culture renderings than they are with the published plays, poems, and novels.
The films often cater to the expectations of the contemporary audience and hence
contain anachronisms, such as the foggy proposal on screen in the 2005 Pride and
Prejudice. In Ang Lee’s film adaptation of Sense and Sensibility (1995), for instance,
Willoughby recites part of William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116 – Marianne’s favourite
– after he delivers wildflowers ‘from an obliging field’ (in contrast to the hothouse
flowers recently delivered by Colonel Brandon). The implication here, for latetwentieth-century audiences, is that Willoughby – who recites poetry and collects

wildflowers – is a romantic, and hence will be the perfect match for Marianne.
Willoughby also happens to have a pocket version of Shakespeare’s sonnets, which he
gives to his young acquaintance ‘as a talisman against further injury’. 5 In the next
scene we see Marianne sketching his silhouette; then, we watch as Willoughby cuts a
lock of Marianne’s hair, kissing it as he places it in his pocket, a scene which is crosscut with the more ‘sensible’ Elinor working on the family budget. Each of these
scenes is based on events in Jane Austen’s 1811 novel, and they similarly characterize
Marianne, Elinor, Willoughby and Colonel Brandon, but audiences more familiar
with the film adaptation than with Austen’s novel might be surprised to learn that
Austen refers to Willoughby reading from Hamlet rather than the sonnets, and only
alludes in retrospect to the title, but to no particular passage, after Willoughby has left
Barton Cottage for London in pursuit of a mercenary marriage to replace the
inheritance he has lost due to his profligate behaviour.
So why might Sonnet 116, rather than scenes from Hamlet, have been
chosen for Emma Thompson’s screenplay? Glenda Hudson (see Chapter 8 in
this volume) considers the possible parallels between Hamlet and Colonel
Brandon’s relationships. But film adaptations often reflect the needs and
expectations of the current audience more than those of the readers Austen
was writing for. Sonnet 116 is likely Shakespeare’s most familiar, ‘most
universally admired’, 6 and most-quoted sonnet, often performed as a wedding
reading, and hence many viewers would instantly recognize the lines. 7 As
5
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Douglas Trevor notes, however, Sonnet 116 is usually understood by scholars
as part of a sequence focusing on a friendship – or ‘the highest form of love’ –
for a young male friend, though he views the ‘current fixation on gender
issues in the sonnets as somewhat misguided if these objects are taken as
important in and of themselves, rather than viewed relationally’. 8 But looking
more closely at the sonnet, the choice of it for the 1995 film is more subtle in
its use to characterize the new lovers:
Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove.
O no! it is an ever-fixèd mark
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wand’ring bark,
Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.
Love’s not time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’s compass come.
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out ev’n to the edge of doom.
If this be error and upon me proved,
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.
Though modern viewers and readers will not necessarily recognize the context
of the poem as part of a sequence, or even that it was probably written with a
young man rather than a young woman in mind, the audience for the 1995 film
might note that the ‘love’ Marianne finds with Willoughby does in fact
quickly ‘alter’. A modern audience might also expect that a would-be lover
might read from a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets, though an authentic late
eighteenth- or early nineteenth-century gentleman would probably not have a
copy in his pocket, and a young lady – even one with romantic tendencies –
would not likely have memorized the lines.
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Although ‘in the second half of the eighteenth century Shakespeare’s
status in the cultural imagination had been fully established’, Fiona Richie and
Peter Sabor note that the sonnets were not generally included in the published
volumes, nor would they have been considered appropriate for a young lady to
read and memorize. 9 Thus, though it more likely reflects the assumptions of
the modern audience that poetry – any poetry read aloud or memorized – is a
romantic convention, depicting a ‘marriage of true minds’ in the voice of
Marianne Dashwood and in the hands of John Willoughby might also subtly
imply the reckless nature of their relationship. And, given the cult of celebrity
that has developed up around Shakespeare, a sonnet would be understood as a
high form of romance – especially Sonnet 116, which was ranked fifth among
the UK’s favourite love poems in a 1997 BBC poll. This popularity has not
wavered: a quick internet search will reveal dozens of posters, pillows, coffee
mugs, jewellery, and other merchandise bearing inscriptions from this
particular poem. Thus, the way modern readers and viewers understand what
the characters read within Austen’s novels is tainted by our perception of that
literature in our present cultural atmosphere.
Adapting a 200-year-old novel is complicated, and even though a
contemporary audience resonates with the general themes and tropes of Jane
Austen’s characters and stories, the subtle contexts of late-eighteenth- and
early-nineteenth-century England might be lost in translation. This chapter
aims to understand how the reading of Shakespeare within Austen’s novels
helps to portray character. In order to understand the complexity of these

9
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messages, however, it is important to trace both the availability and the
reception of Shakespeare’s poetry in the eighteenth century, and also to place
these works in relation to the other literature that Austen shows her characters
reading throughout her novels.
Reading Shakespeare in the Eighteenth Century
Since the bulk of the Shakespeare canon is drama, intended to be experienced in the
theatre, it is understandable that throughout the Early Modern era (until the
Restoration) the plays were not read but viewed. As Gary Taylor explains, ‘They
happened; they enacted a story temporarily.’ 10 But the eighteenth-century
appreciation of Shakespeare evolved into ‘a kind of message left by an unreachable
author for any and all possible readers. The text became a thing, a perfect timeless
thing.’ 11 By the middle of the eighteenth century, Shakespeare was widely regarded
as the ‘King of English Poets’. 12 A new fashion for reading rather than viewing the
plays may have encouraged this ‘coronation’ of Shakespeare, as Megan Taylor
argues: ‘the result was to turn familiarity with Shakespeare’s works into a social
status symbol. The more Shakespeare came to represent the epitome of English
culture, the more people wanted to be able to claim acquaintance with his work.’ 13 In
fact, some speeches within the plays were extracted and published in popular
anthologies, such as Elegant Extracts, collected by Vicesimus Knox and first
published in 1783. 14
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Readers experience this fashion for reading throughout Jane Austen’s novels.
Henry Crawford, another of Austen’s rogue characters, is able to move the sensitive
Fanny Price with his excellent reading of Henry VIII, though he admits, ‘I do not
think I have had a volume of Shakespeare in my hand before, since I was fifteen’,
and that ‘Shakespeare one gets acquainted with without knowing how. It is a part of
the Englishman’s constitution’ (MP, 338). Edmund adds, ‘His celebrated passages
are quoted by every body; they are in half the books we open, and we all talk
Shakespeare, use his similes, and describe with his descriptions ... To know him in
bits and scraps is common enough’ (MP, 339). Edmund is likely referring to the
various anthologies filled with memorizable excerpts rather than full texts. In
addition, as Elaine Bander points out, ‘If Austen’s catalogue of characters – “The
King, the Queen, Buckingham, Wolsey, Cromwell” – represents the order in which
Henry reads their speeches, then almost certainly he is skipping around for juicy bits
rather than developing the themes of the play chronologically.’ 15 Henry’s choice of
reading material reveals his ‘superficial character’ and his ‘thoughtless, selfish style
of courtship’. 16 And, as with Willoughby’s reading to Marianne, we learn more
about Henry Crawford by how he reads: his ‘capital’ reading (MP, 339) – his ability
to act as someone he is not – is part of his attempt to manipulate his would-be
conquest. But even the libertine Henry Crawford does not read Shakespeare’s
sonnets to Fanny Price.
Shakespeare’s non-dramatic poetry – the narrative poems, Venus and
Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece and the collected sonnets – ‘were unregarded and
little known’ in the eighteenth century, and they were rarely included in
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published volumes of Shakespeare’s works’. 17 Even during Shakespeare’s
lifetime, the quarto volume of his poetry (1609) was not popular enough to
generate a second edition until more than thirty years later. As Stephen Orgel
notes in his 2006 introduction to the collected sonnets, the implied dedication
of these ‘intense, intimate, and even at times explicitly erotic’ poems can be
attributed to ‘the complex and sophisticated’ social world that provides a
context for the writing of the sonnets. 18 Many of the poems imply a patronage
relationship, ‘with the poet promising immortality to the aristocratic youth,
and another poet competing for his attention’. 19 By the mid-eighteenth
century, according to Sasha Roberts, ‘Shakespeare’s poems were pushed to
the margins of the Shakespearean canon’. 20 Thus, the passages Marianne and
Willoughby ‘dwelt on with so rapturous a delight’ (SS, 47) were likely not
Shakespeare’s sonnets.
Though the Romantic poets of the later eighteenth century quoted and
interpreted Shakespeare’s plays, as Frank Eric Pointner explains, ‘Romantics
used to read Elizabethan sonnets as if they were Romantic poems in which
author and speaker are not to be distinguished’ because they read with ‘a
Romantic attitude that made no distinction between the author and the
speaker’, 21 a tendency that likely continues to the present time. Since many of
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Shakespeare’s sonnets seem to be written with erotic overtones to a young
man, in the eighteenth century ‘the sonnets had become something of an
aesthetic and sexual embarrassment’. 22 So, the tendency of the Romantic poets
to extract biographical assumptions from their reading of the sonnets ‘could
also back-fire ... suggesting that “our great bard” was morally corrupt’. 23
Thus, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s uneasiness with this assumed biographical
link leads him to write the following lines to his son in the margins of his
volume: ‘I pray fervently that thou mayst know inwardly how impossible it
was for Shakespere [sic] not to have been in his heart’s heart chaste.’ 24
The reading habits of the early Romantic poets, however, do not
necessarily reflect what Jane Austen (or her fictional characters) might have
read. Austen, we know, grew up in a family who valued reading, and her
father’s library was extensive, so we might conclude that the most popular
publications of the time were available to her. And, as Katie Halsey explains,
Research in the Knight Collection tells us that she had access, at least
for various periods of her life, to a typical eighteenth-century
gentleman’s library, boasting a wide and miscellaneous range of
literature in a number of different languages, including Latin, Greek,
French, Italian and Spanish, as well as works on animal husbandry,
horticulture and farriery, and the latest law reports, periodicals and
sporting journals. 25

We also know that she ‘habitually read with her sister, mother, and any other guests
to their various households’. 26 Conduct book writers of late-eighteenth-century
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England were concerned about the types of books women read, since they could be
‘seductively dangerous’ and ‘distract women from domestic duties’. 27 Hannah More
and John Bennett warned that novel reading in general could ‘weaken the mind, thus
making young women unable to resist the encroachments of vice. Becoming addicted
to novels is thus the first step on the road to sexual ruin.’ 28 But Austen – though she
most likely read these warnings – was resistant to the advice, as evidenced when she
famously defends the novel and its heroine in Northanger Abbey:
‘Oh! It is only a novel!’ replies the young lady, while she lays down
her book with affected indifference, or momentary shame. ‘It is only
Cecilia, or Camilla, or Belinda’; or, in short, only some work in which
the greatest powers of the mind are displayed, in which the most
thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest delineation of its
varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit and humour, are conveyed to the
world in the best-chosen language. Now, had the same young lady
been engaged with a volume of the Spectator, instead of such a work,
how proudly would she have produced the book, and told its name;
though the chances must be against her being occupied by any part of
that voluminous publication, of which either the matter or manner
would not disgust a young person of taste: the substance of its papers
so often consisting in the statement of improbable circumstances,
unnatural characters, and topics of conversation which no longer
concern anyone living; and their language, too, frequently so coarse as
to give no very favourable idea of the age that could endure it. (NA,
38)
Austen is arguing for many things in this passage: for women writers, for women’s
reading, for novels in general. Yet, within the covers of that same novel, she also
parodies the dangers of unbalanced reading.
What, then, might be dangerous about reading to Jane Austen? How does she
depict those dangers within the pages of her own novels? And how might all of this
relate to her use of, and understanding of, Shakespeare? Since her allusions to
Shakespeare’s works are sometimes hidden behind a general commentary on
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reading, it is difficult to separate the two. In order to consider how Austen’s various
characters use reading – sometimes with seductive intent – and how Shakespeare’s
works fit into their repertoire, we can look more carefully at her last two published
novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, to investigate the possible messages.
The Naïve Reading of Catherine Morland
Though Northanger Abbey was first published the year after Jane Austen’s death, it
was one of the first to be written, in an earlier form under the title Susan. We can
trace a less mature heroine, as well as tropes Austen develops more fully in her
subsequent novels. Many readers note that Northanger Abbey is a novel about
reading – reading literature as well as reading people – and how one practice might
inform the other. In the early pages, we learn that our would-be heroine, ‘who had by
nature nothing heroic about her’, turned from ‘cricket, base ball, riding on horseback,
and running about the country at the age of fourteen, to books – or at least books of
information’ (NA, 15). Austen’s narrator then lists what Leah Price calls ‘a parodic
catalogue of quotations’. 29 Catherine Moreland read ‘all such works as heroines must
read to supply their memories with those quotations which are so serviceable and so
soothing in the vicissitudes of their eventful lives’ (NA, 15). Catherine’s reading list
is rather traditional – Pope, Gray, Thomson, and Shakespeare 30 – but the parodic
nature of the quotations questions the efficacy of this practice.
First, we read that ‘from [Alexander] Pope, she learnt to censure those who
“bear about the mockery of woe”’ (NA, 15), which is a snippet from ‘Elegy to the
Memory of an Unfortunate Lady’. This poem elegizes a woman who has apparently
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committed suicide, and the speaker seems to be mourning the fact that the woman will
not be mourned in the usual – albeit somewhat cynical – fashion. The poem is much
more complicated than the excerpted passage Catherine has memorized. Likewise,
when she learns from Thomas Gray that ‘Many a flower is born to blush unseen, /
And waste its fragrance on the desert air’, it is not only mis-quoted – substituting
‘fragrance’ for ‘sweetness’ – it is also not clear that Catherine understands that Gray
is writing about the loss and death of people, not flowers. And the excerpt from
Thomson is not only taken out of context, it is also misquoted. The original reads,
... By degrees,
The human blossom blows; and every day,
Soft as it rolls along, shows some new charm,
The father’s lustre, and the mother’s bloom.
Then infant reason grows apace, and calls
For the kind hand of an assiduous care.
Delightful task! to rear the tender thought,
To teach the young idea how to shoot,
To pour the fresh instruction o’er the mind,
To breathe the enlivening spirit, and to fix
The generous purpose in the glowing breast. (ll. 1146–56)
In this case, nature is used to represent the young mind and its ability to
blossom with experience. Ironically, young Catherine is not learning the entire
context of the message by memorizing (and even mis-memorizing) only a small
portion of the poem. By satirizing what Barbara Benedict refers to as ‘rapid, dip-andskip reading’, 31 Austen hints that her would-be heroine has more lessons to learn
about reading than can be learned by avoiding romance novels.
The fact that Austen includes three quotes from Shakespeare, however,
reminds the reader that although reading England’s most famous poet is an
established part of the culture, even his works can be misquoted and misunderstood.

31
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The first quote comes from Othello, and are the words of Iago, arguably
Shakespeare’s most diabolical villain. ‘Trifles light as air’ refer to the handkerchief
Iago plants in Cassio’s chamber and the other subtle hints Iago pours into Othello’s
mind that lead him to unfounded jealousy and murder. ‘The poor beetle’ from
Measure for Measure refers to Isabella’s attempt to convince her brother that dying
with honour is better than living with shame. And the final quote is from Twelfth
Night, where Viola (in disguise) is describing her unrequited love for Orsino. Megan
Taylor has carefully unpacked each of these quotations, and argues that Austen has
set the stage for the various ways her heroine has ironically not learned the lessons
intended from these often-excerpted passages. First, with Othello, ‘Austen tests
Catherine the way Iago tests Othello, but, unlike Othello, and unlike the heroines of
many Gothic romances, Catherine demonstrates a steady common sense that sustains
her for most of the novel’, as when she realizes right away that the woman she sees
Henry Tilney with must be his sister. 32 Catherine has not learned to fear jealousy from
memorizing this passage; she has only learned to recite the words, which might
remind a careful reader of Edmund Bertram’s comment that knowledge of
Shakespeare is a part of being English, but that very knowledge does not necessarily
impart any associated wisdom.
Likewise, Taylor reads the passage from Measure for Measure as an
invocation of Catherine’s beetle-like simplicity when she is evicted from the abbey:
‘Catherine is not the extraordinary heroine of a romance novel – a “giant”; she is
simply a common, provincial ingénue – a “beetle.”’ 33 Catherine is not imprisoned or
killed as the heroines of her favourite Gothic romances were, but her life is
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endangered when she is turned from the house, alone, with no money to pay for her
passage. Perhaps Austen is showing her readers that one does not have to be thrust
into extraordinary circumstances to be endangered. The dangers of the greedy
patriarchy might loom even in a modernly furnished home.
The last passage Catherine has memorized, from Twelfth Night, feeds into the
myth of love at first sight, but Northanger Abbey instead dramatizes the careful
growth of a friendship that evolves into love: ‘Austen revisits the portrait of lovelorn
“patience on a monument” to recontextualize it, suggesting that its appropriation by
romance novelists has only misapplied, and not evacuated, its psychological truth.’ 34
In fact, we are never sure that Henry Tilney is in love with Catherine at all. We are
told in the penultimate chapter that ‘He felt himself bound as much in honour as in
affection to Miss Morland’, and that ‘no unworthy retraction of a tacit consent, no
reversing decree of unjustifiable anger, could shake his fidelity, or influence the
resolutions it prompted’ (NA, 247). This rational description of Henry’s attitude
towards marrying Catherine – with ‘honour’, ‘fidelity’, and ‘resolution’ – is hardly a
depiction of passionate love. Therefore, though the Shakespearean excerpts that
Catherine has memorized with little context are given prominence in Austen’s early
description of her would-be heroine, she reveals that these quotations might not have
been quite ‘so serviceable and so soothing in the vicissitudes of [her] eventful [life]’
(NA, 15).
Clearly, the lessons Catherine Morland learns from literature come indirectly
through her emersion in Gothic novels, not from the excerpts she has memorized from
Elegant Extracts and similar anthologies. As Christopher Routledge and Siobhan
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Chapman point out, it is her ‘conflation of the “real” world of Northanger with the
conventions that operate within the Gothic novels she has been reading ... that leads to
her being unable to distinguish between novel and world, or at least to assume that
what is described in the novel will also hold in reality’. 35 In this story, though, the
male reader does not use his reading to manipulate and seduce, as John Willoughby
and Henry Crawford do.
Henry Tilney is a ‘good’ reader. He enjoys a Gothic novel, and tells Catherine,
‘The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good novel, must be
intolerably stupid’, explaining ‘The Mysteries of Udolpho, when I had once begun it, I
could not lay down again; I remember finishing it in two days – my hair standing on
end the whole time’ (NA, 106). In contrast, John Thorpe, the inept seducer of
Catherine, tells her, ‘I never read novels; I have something else to do.’ Yet he then
reveals his interest in the more salacious of the genre: ‘there has not been a tolerably
decent [novel] come out since Tom Jones, except The Monk; I read that t’other day;
but as for all the others, they are the stupidest things in creation’ (NA, 48). Thorpe’s
sexually charged reading list, along with his ignorance about the Gothic novels of
Ann Radcliffe, clearly exposes that he is an unsuitable match for our heroine. Henry
Tilney, however, who reads ‘real, solemn history’ (NA, 108) along with novels, has a
balanced perspective and is able to school Catherine not only on ‘foregrounds,
distances, and second distances – side-screens and perspectives – lights and shades’
(NA, 111), but is also able to remind her, when she imagines General Tilney to be a
murderer, that Catherine’s emersion in the imaginative genre of the Gothic novel
needs balance:
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Remember the country and the age in which we live. Remember that we are
English, that we are Christians. Consult your own understanding, your own
sense of the probable, your own observation of what is passing around you.
Does our education prepare us for such atrocities? Do our laws connive at
them? Could they be perpetrated without being known, in a country like this,
where social and literary intercourse is on such a footing, where every man is
surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies, and where roads and
newspapers lay everything open? (NA, 197–8)
Henry Tilney’s education through reading, his ‘social and literary intercourse’,
reveals his character even while this scene becomes the turning point in the plot.
Catherine’s thoughtful response is telling: ‘The visions of romance were over.
Catherine was completely awakened. Henry’s address, short as it had been, had more
thoroughly opened her eyes to the extravagance of her late fancies than all their
several disappointments had done. Most grievously was she humbled. Most bitterly
did she cry’ (NA, 199). Catherine’s awakening is sudden, but, unlike Marianne
Dashwood’s transition, it does not take her to the precipice of death. Though she had
formerly memorized excerpts and aphorisms thought to be ‘so serviceable and so
soothing in the vicissitudes of [women’s] eventful lives’ (NA, 15), it is her reading of
the novel that reveals her misreading of the world around her, which ultimately leads
her to realize her folly:
She remembered with what feelings she had prepared for a knowledge
of Northanger. She saw that the infatuation had been created, the mischief
settled, long before her quitting Bath, and it seemed as if the whole might be
traced to the influence of that sort of reading which she had there indulged.
(NA, 200)
Thus, by the end of Northanger Abbey Austen has revealed that it is not
necessarily what one reads, but how one reads that reveals character. As a subtle
rebuke to the popular conduct book writers who warn against reading novels (some of
which they themselves had written), Austen supports novel reading as a way to school
her would-be heroine in the ways of reading people and situations. Such a heroine

might read and memorize out-of-context quotes from great works of English
literature, but they will not necessarily shield her from the danger of reading fiction as
truth.
The messages about reading throughout Jane Austen’s works are complicated.
As Halsey explains, Austen both satirizes and reinforces the advice from the popular
conduct writers of her time. ‘There is much of the “wise and good” in conduct books,
and Austen recognizes it. However, she parodies conduct literature’s inflated rhetoric
and scare-mongering about women’s reading, exposing the falsity of the trope of the
young woman led astray’ in her defence of the novel in Northanger Abbey. 36 Much of
this ‘defense’ can be traced to Dr Fordyce’s sermons, as ‘she mocks those who take
such rhetoric too seriously in Mr Collins and Mary Bennet ... She delights in
intertextual joking at the expense of different conduct books, and enlists the reader as
complicit in her exposure of conventions.’ 37 Those who read without balance, such as
Mr Collins, Mary Bennet, and the younger Catherine Morland, are parodied, and
those who read with manipulative intent, like John Willoughby or Henry Crawford,
are vilified. But in her last completed novel, Persuasion, Austen reinforces the value
of a balanced diet of reading to ‘soothe’ one during the ‘vicissitudes’ of life.
Anne Elliot’s Balanced Reading
Persuasion begins with reading that is not meant to soothe but to aggrandize. We
meet Sir Walter Elliot of Kellynch Hall, who
never took up any book but the Baronetage; there he found occupation for an
idle hour, and consolation in a distressed one; there his faculties were roused
into admiration and respect, by contemplating the limited remnant of the
earliest patents; there any unwelcome sensations, arising from domestic
36
37

Halsey, Readers, 56.
Halsey, Readers, 56.

affairs, changed naturally into pity and contempt as he turned over the almost
endless creations of the last century; and there, if every other leaf were
powerless, he could read his own history with an interest which never failed.
(P, 3)
After this introduction, the narrator need not tell the reader that ‘Vanity was
the beginning and the end of Sir Walter Elliot's character’ (P, 4), but what is often
overlooked when analysing this novel is that even Sir Walter is characterized by his
choice of reading material. His eldest daughter, Elizabeth, also had some enjoyment
reading ‘the book of books’, until the fact that her youngest sister had married before
her ‘made the book an evil; and more than once, when her father had left it open on
the table near her, had she closed it, with averted eyes, and pushed it away’ (P, 7).
As in Northanger Abbey, reading material in Persuasion is a strong indicator
of character, but here it does not take centre stage. Whether we learn about ‘some
large books’ with which the Musgroves believe Charles Hayter is ‘studying himself to
death’ (P, 82), the navy list that the Musgrove sisters ‘pore over’ (P, 64), the unnamed
poetry that Anne Elliot recites to soothe herself as she is reunited with Captain
Wentworth, or the various works of literature Anne discusses with Captains Benwick
and Harville, reading is consistently, and sometimes subtly, injected into the narrative.
Though most of the named titles would be considered contemporary with the setting
of the novel, Megan Taylor argues that Anne may have been quoting Shakespeare’s
Sonnet 73 as she walks ‘on a wistful autumn walk when she nurses her nostalgia for
love gone by’. 38 The sonnet’s comparison of autumn’s ‘yellow leaves, or none, or
few’ (l. 2) that ‘hang / Upon those boughs’ (ll. 2–3) with ‘the ashes of his youth’ (l.
10) might be appropriate to reflect Anne’s mood at this time – ’the images of youth
and hope, and spring, all gone together’ (P, 85). As Taylor argues, in addition to

38

Taylor, ‘Banal Shakespeare’, 107.

mocking those who misquote Shakespeare, such as Catherine Morland, Austen
‘reinvigorates his most clichéd aphorisms by drawing on them to develop her
characters and explore complex themes’. 39 However, as with Willoughby and
Marianne’s reading, we cannot assume that Anne was reciting Shakespeare’s sonnets,
since these poems were not likely to have been in her repertoire; Anne is more likely
reciting the ‘bits and scraps’ of verse Edmund Bertram refers to in Mansfield Park
(MP, 339).
The narrator tells us that Anne was ‘repeating to herself some few of the
thousand poetical descriptions extant of autumn, that season of peculiar and
inexhaustible influence on the mind of taste and tenderness, that season which had
drawn from every poet, worthy of being read, some attempt at description, or some
lines of feeling’ (P, 84). Anne Elliot, who had been to a proper girls’ school, would,
like Catherine Morland, have memorized quotations from anthologies such as Elegant
Extracts. Some excerpts from Thomson’s Seasons might have been on Anne’s mind:
‘Thy bounty shines in Autumn unconfin’d, / And spreads a common feast for all that
lives’ 40 celebrates the beauty of Autumn, but the following lines are not as hopeful:
‘In Winter awful Thou! with clouds and storms / Around Thee thrown, tempest o'er
tempest roll'd / Majestic darkness!’ 41 Extracted from its context, autumn is beautiful,
but it does portend a coming winter, and Anne Elliot, who has lost her true love, her
majestic home, and her ‘bloom’, may not wish to dwell upon the passage of the
seasons.
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Austen’s narrator only tells us that Anne is looking for lines of ‘description’
and of ‘feeling’, so excerpts from the hymns of Anna Laetitia Barbauld, also included
in the Elegant Extracts, could have been comforting: ‘All that Spring, with bounteous
hand, / Scatters o’er the smiling land; / All that lib’ral Autumn pours / From her rich
o’erflowing stores.’ 42 Austen is not specific about Anne’s quotations, but after Anne
overhears the discussion between Louisa and Wentworth and his mock-romantic
elegy to the hazelnut, we see a shift from ‘description’ and ‘feeling’ to a more sombre
focus: ‘The sweet scenes of autumn were for a while put by, unless some tender
sonnet, fraught with the apt analogy of the declining year, with declining happiness,
and the images of youth and hope, and spring, all gone together, blessed her memory’
(P, 85). The mere mention of a ‘sonnet’ does not, however, imply an author.
Austen presents this heroine, unlike Catherine Morland, as a mature reader
who has learned to balance her sombre musings with reason. In a later chapter, Anne
finds herself consoling Captain Benwick, whom she first meets when he is grieving
the death of his fiancée. Anne seems to understand Benwick’s grief over the loss of a
love, and ‘had the hope of being of real use to him in some suggestions as to the duty
and benefit of struggling against affliction’ (P, 100):
Having talked of poetry, the richness of the present age, and gone through a
brief comparison of opinion as to the first-rate poets, trying to ascertain whether
Marmion or The Lady of the Lake were to be preferred, and how ranked the
Giaour and The Bride of Abydos; and moreover, how the Giaour was to be
pronounced, he showed himself so intimately acquainted with all the tenderest
songs of the one poet, and all the impassioned descriptions of hopeless agony of
the other; he repeated, with such tremulous feeling, the various lines which
imaged a broken heart, or a mind destroyed by wretchedness, and looked so
entirely as if he meant to be understood, that she ventured to hope he did not
always read only poetry, and to say, that she thought it was the misfortune of
poetry to be seldom safely enjoyed by those who enjoyed it completely; and that
the strong feelings which alone could estimate it truly were the very feelings
which ought to taste it but sparingly. (P, 100–1)
42

Anna Laetitia Barbauld, ‘Hymn II’, in Elegant Extracts, 52 (ll. 13–16).

Anne is clearly familiar with this contemporary poetry from Walter Scott (the
‘tenderest songs’) and Lord Byron (the ‘impassioned descriptions of hopeless
agony’), but this heroine recognizes the danger of imbalanced reading, and hence
she ventured to recommend a larger allowance of prose in his daily study …
mention[ing] such works of our best moralists, such collections of the finest
letters, such memoirs of characters of worth and suffering, as occurred to her
at the moment as calculated to rouse and fortify the mind by the highest
precepts, and the strongest examples of moral and religious endurances. (P,
101)
Such ‘moralists’, Claudia L. Johnson suggests, may refer to Samuel Johnson’s essays
published in The Rambler (1750–2). 43 Anne may be recommending to Benwick that
‘The safe and general antidote against sorrow is employment.’ 44 Therefore, we learn
from this conversation about reading that, though Anne Elliot is able to indulge her
feelings with ‘tender’ and ‘impassioned’ poetry, she has tempered that indulgence
with more sombre reading and has learned to value active exertion.
Anne Elliot, unlike her younger heroine-sisters from Austen’s earlier novels,
is not susceptible to being manipulated into a dangerous romance by a poetry-reading
would-be hero. Captain Benwick is not the dangerous Willoughby or Crawford-type
reader, but he does entice the susceptible Louisa into his poetic web, as Charles
Musgrove notes, by ‘sitting at her elbow, reading verses, or whispering to her, all day
long’ (P, 218). Though in this case Benwick and Louisa’s relationship seems to be ‘a
marriage of true minds’, we do not know the end of their story, and the ‘inconstancy’
Captain Harville perceives in his friend is the catalyst for the last conversation about
reading in this novel that leads to the novel’s dénouement.
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We learn more about Anne Elliot’s character from this conversation about
reading, as does Captain Wentworth as he overhears the conversation. Anne argues
for woman’s constancy and replies to Harville that she will accept ‘no reference to
examples in books. Men have had every advantage of us in telling their own story’ (P,
234). Her argument about constancy is based on the fact that women of this time
‘live[d] at home, quiet, confined’ (P, 232). Anne shows that through her loss she has
followed her own advice and tempered her poetic musings with the works of
moralists. Johnson connects Anne’s words here to Samuel Johnson’s Rambler essays
(5 and 47) ‘about the corrosiveness of hopes and disappointments, his
recommendation of “change of place,” and his anxieties about the ‘vacuities of
recluse and domestick leisure’ (Rambler, 85)’. 45 Anne Elliot may have balanced her
passion with reason, but the subsequent description of her feelings apparently
resonated with the eavesdropping Captain Wentworth: ‘All the privilege I claim for
my own sex (it is not a very enviable one, you need not covet it) is of loving longest,
when existence or when hope is gone’ (P, 235).
Anne Elliot, though able to indulge her poetic musings, knows how to remain
hopeful when hope seems gone, and would not be susceptible to a quote-wielding
rogue. What we might learn from reading Austen’s characters’ reading, more than
anything, is that reading context might be more important than reading content.
Though Willoughby and Marianne bonding over a Shakespearean sonnet might make
romantic, or even ironic, sense to viewers in 1995, and a passionate Mr. Darcy
professing his love to Elizabeth in the pre-dawn mist may resonate in 2005,
recognizing the subtle ways Austen weaves literary quotations into the minds and
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voices of her various characters can tell us more about those characters than it does
about the literary snippets themselves.
How characters in Jane Austen’s novels read, therefore, is an important
indication of their character. If they ‘alter’ or ‘bend’ their taste and behaviour, as
Willoughby ‘acquiesced’ to Marianne’s ‘enthusiasm’ (SS, 47), or if they choose the
‘juicy bits’ 46 to emphasize their dramatic prowess, then we must question their
motives. But if they balance their passionate reading with ‘real solemn history’ (NA,
108) and ‘works of our best moralists’ (P, 101) they have what it takes to be an
admirable hero or heroine – that is, those who can read context, rather than merely
memorize and recite words.
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